Unfolding the digital servitization path from products to product-service-software systems : Practicing change through intentional narratives by Kohtamäki, Marko et al.
Journal of Business Research 137 (2021) 379–392
Available online 1 September 2021
0148-2963/© 2021 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
Unfolding the digital servitization path from products to 
product-service-software systems: Practicing change through 
intentional narratives 
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A B S T R A C T   
Manufacturers are increasingly struggling with the transition from products to product-service-software systems. 
Our study takes stock of the current research on servitization and digital servitization to investigate the chal-
lenging transition process from product to more complex product-service-software systems. We examine how 
does the digital servitization journey unfold as sayings and doings, and how do intentional narratives guide 
digital servitization. The present in-depth single case study spanning 8 years reveals the emergent process during 
the transition of a leading solution provider from servitization to digital servitization. The study uses social 
practices, such as managers’ sayings and doings, to map the change process that unfolds first as servitization and, 
in a second stage, as digital servitization. Even more importantly, this study unpacks the role of intentional 
narratives in shaping digital servitization as a lengthy change process. For managers, this study provides a 
detailed depiction of the servitization and digital servitization processes, and some intentional narratives for 
guiding the process. Thus, the process may be challenging but perhaps manageable by using intentional nar-
ratives as a strategic practice.   
1. Introduction 
Defined as the convergence of digitalization and servitization (Lerch 
& Gotsch, 2015), digital servitization (DS) is considered an important 
concept by industry and academics (Kohtamäki, Parida, et al., 2020; 
Lerch & Gotsch, 2015; Paschou et al., 2018). In this context of digital 
servitization, we define digitalization as a transition from remote 
monitoring to optimization, control, and often ultimately to autonomous 
systems (Porter & Heppelmann, 2015). In contrast, servitization is 
defined as the transition from products to integrated product-service 
systems (Baines et al., 2013). Recently, scholars have started using the 
concept of digital servitization to combine digitalization and servitiza-
tion, defined as “…The transition towards smart solutions (product-service- 
software systems) that enable value creation and capture through monitoring, 
control, optimization, and autonomous function. Digital servitization 
emphasizes value creation through the interplay between products, services, 
and software.” (Kohtamäki, Parida, Oghazi, Gebauer, & Baines, 2019: 
383). Thus, digital servitization represents and promises growth and 
future competitiveness for traditional manufacturing firms. 
The burgeoning servitization literature over the past 15 years has 
only recently focused on product-service-software systems (Kohtamäki, 
Baines, et al., 2021). The software component and, more broadly, 
digitalization have been part of servitization research from its infancy. 
However, servitization research strongly emphasized digitalization only 
after the emergence of the digital servitization substream (Coreynen 
et al., 2017; Hsuan et al., 2021; Rabetino et al., 2021). Digital serviti-
zation attempts to explain the complex interplay among digital tech-
nologies, processes and activities; strategies and offerings; and other 
actors in the ecosystem (Jovanovic et al., 2021; Möller & Halinen, 2017; 
Ritter & Pedersen, 2020). Thus, for manufacturing companies, the 
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transition toward digital servitization is complex, holistic, and, hence, 
difficult to manage and requires understanding not only stronger stra-
tegic alignment between digital capabilities and servitization, processes, 
hardware, and software technologies but also shaping the ecosystem and 
firm boundaries to implement digital servitization for the customer and 
ecosystem (Sklyar, Kowalkowski, Tronvoll, & Sörhammar, 2019). Cur-
rent digital servitization research has limited empirical examinations of 
complex and holistic change processes, as previous servitization and 
digital servitization studies have primarily focused on content research 
(Kohtamäki, Baines, et al., 2021; Rabetino et al., 2018). There has a been 
a call for studies acknowledging the context and multilevel nature of 
digital servitization as a change without fully neglecting the role of the 
ecosystem (Kohtamäki et al., 2019; Sklyar et al., 2019). Thus, scholars 
have called for a deeper analysis of how the process of digital serviti-
zation unfolds (Kohtamäki et al., 2019; Tronvoll et al., 2020). 
Previous literature reviews have suggested that servitization 
research has developed based on multiple case study methodologies, 
literature reviews, and quantitative analysis (Rabetino et al., 2018). 
However, fewer empirical studies have been conducted using process 
methodologies and narrative methods (Luoto, Brax, & Kohtamäki, 
2017). Servitization research calls for an improved understanding of the 
microprocesses of servitization. The literature should go beyond objec-
tivist variance research by, for instance, using social practices and 
practice theory to analyze strategic change. Our argument, among 
others, is that the field needs more microlevel processual research on 
social change (Kohtamäki, Baines, et al., 2021). Practice theory 
(Schatzki, 2001; Vaara & Whittington, 2012), microlevel conceptual 
tools (including practical and discursive practices), and intentional 
narratives can be used to understand organizational change (Jarzab-
kowski, 2008; Ravasi et al., 2020). The strategy-as-practice literature 
divides social practices into sayings and doings (Schatzki, 2012; Seidl & 
Whittington, 2014), a distinction we also use in this study. There is a 
need to understand how intentional narratives can be used as a tool to 
create a change narrative to manage digital servitization as organiza-
tional change, as a narrative view can be taken considering strategy “… 
to be a ‘fictional’ discursive construction that builds on the past to project the 
organization into the future (Barry & Elmes, 1997; Dalpiaz & Di Stefano, 
2018; Fenton & Langley, 2011) in such a way as to give meaning to the 
proposed actions” (Ravasi et al., 2020: 14). Thus, there is a need to apply 
a practice-theoretical perspective and a narrative view to study the 
microprocesses related to digital servitization. 
The present study addresses the following questions: How does the 
digital servitization journey unfold as sayings and doings, and how do 
intentional narratives guide digital servitization? Using data from 81 
interviews conducted since 2012 and company reports released since 
2000, we examine the path from standard products to complex product- 
service-software systems in the context of a single case of a leading so-
lution provider. The contribution of the present study to the servitiza-
tion and digital servitization literature is twofold: This study attempts to 
develop an understanding of a holistic, continuous, and emergent pro-
cess of digital servitization by using social practices, such as managerial 
sayings and doings, to map the change process from the micro (firm) to 
macro (ecosystem) level, as was suggested by Kohtamäki et al. (2019). 
Second, and even more importantly, this study unpacks the intentional 
narratives used to shape digital servitization as a lengthy change process 
(Luoto et al., 2017). For managers, this study describes the servitization 
journey and reveals the relevant micropractices during the journey. This 
study complements the technology-oriented servitization literature by 
providing an alternative view from practice theory. 
2. Theory 
2.1. Digital servitization as a concept 
2.1.1. Defining digital servitization 
Despite the limited emphasis on the topics (Coreynen et al., 2017; 
Kohtamäki et al., 2019), remote diagnostics and digitalization have been 
part of the servitization literature since its early development (Grubic, 
2014). Based on the servitization literature, digital servitization has 
typically been seen as a full-fledged business model transformation 
involving strategies and offerings, digital artifacts, microprocesses and 
practices, and stretching beyond company boundaries (Adrodegari 
et al., 2018; Kowalkowski et al., 2017; Rabetino et al., 2017). Consid-
ering that in product-service-software systems, these elements become 
increasingly interdependent, studies have emphasized the role of 
modularity in managing the tensions between them (Hsuan et al., 2021; 
Kohtamäki, Einola, et al., 2020; Rajala et al., 2019). This integration 
between products, software, and services may take place through the 
product life cycle (Rabetino et al., 2015), while the potential value 
created by information and communications technology (ICT) and 
software is sometimes embedded in advanced services, such as optimi-
zation and outcome-based services (Sjödin, Parida, Jovanovic, et al., 
2020; Visnjic et al., 2018). Effective integration enables higher use value 
by optimizing combinations of products, services, and software (Sjödin, 
Parida, Kohtamäki, et al., 2020). Thus, the change process toward in-
tegrated product-service-software systems is far from easy. Digital ser-
vitization is a comprehensive and complex process of business model 
change, where the environment, strategy, and structure are in interplay. 
Our focus on digital servitization builds around the offerings and the 
front end of the company while delimiting a detailed focus on the back- 
end processes of IT-driven manufacturing and supply chain management 
(Tao & Qi, 2019). 
2.1.1.1. Defining digital servitization. The present study approaches the 
digital servitization process covering the primary dimensions from the 
micro to macro levels, including 1) innovative service technologies, 2) 
microactivities and capabilities that enable value creation, 3) strategy 
and offerings, and 4) collaboration with ecosystem actors. Next, we 
cover these four perspectives and their interplay in short. 
The present study emphasizes the vital role of connected product- 
service-software systems; the evolution of smart solutions has received 
increasing attention in recent digital servitization research (Thomson 
et al., 2021). These so-called service technologies involve many com-
ponents and applications, but the core purpose of these technologies has 
been to enable monitoring, control and optimization from remote lo-
cations. Hence, these technologies have often been called remote 
monitoring technologies (Grubic, 2014). Many labels, such as remote 
diagnostics, remote repair, condition monitoring and remote monitoring 
technologies, have been utilized (Grubic, 2014; Grubic & Jennions, 
2018). Remote monitoring technologies have had their place in servi-
tization research, although studies have proclaimed that servitization 
research has not given enough attention to digitalization (Coreynen 
et al., 2017; Grubic, 2018; Kohtamäki et al., 2019). Porter and Hep-
pelmann (Porter & Heppelmann, 2014) provide a framework to under-
stand the steps of smart solutions, from remote monitoring to control, 
optimization, and ultimately, autonomous systems (Ardolino et al., 
2018; Opresnik & Taisch, 2015; Porter & Heppelmann, 2015; Vendrell- 
Herrero et al., 2021). Novel service technologies are driving new service 
development, therefore enabling new types of smart solution offerings 
through remote diagnostics, data acquisition by using various sensors, 
data warehousing, data analytics, and their related microactivities and 
processes. Remote technologies require processes and competencies to 
create value from technology (Oliva & Kallenberg, 2003). 
The development of the internet and cloud computing has recently 
enabled new ways of value creation and appropriation through the 
Internet of Things (IoT) (Ardolino et al., 2018; Ritter & Pedersen, 2020; 
Rymaszewska et al., 2017) but has demanded the capacity to develop 
these capabilities rapidly through agile R&D processes (Sjödin, Parida, 
Kohtamäki, et al., 2020; Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2020). Previous studies 
have devoted attention to the question of how remote diagnostics can 
create and appropriate value from the installed base when 
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complemented with appropriate capabilities (Grubic, 2014). For 
instance, Grubic and Peppard (2016) describe how servitized manu-
facturers use remote monitoring technologies to identify factors 
enabling and constraining the achievement of desired outcomes. Lenka 
et al. (2017) identify digitalization-related capabilities—such as intel-
ligence, connection, and analytic capabilities—that feed perception and 
responsive mechanisms, thereby enabling value cocreation. Ardolino 
et al. (2018) find digitalization critical to any servitized manufacturer 
while identifying a set of capabilities based on four cases. Hasselblatt 
et al. (2018) identify strategic, IoT-related capabilities in servitized 
manufacturers; these capabilities include solution platform building, 
value selling and delivery, business intelligence, and digital business 
model development. Boldosova (2020) emphasizes the role of analytics 
and storytelling in smart service sales. 
Digital servitization strategies have been considered from different 
perspectives. By strategy, we refer to the means used by a company to 
create, deliver, and appropriate customer value. Thus, by definition, 
strategies are used for creating differentiated, low-cost, or hybrid 
customer value promises. Studies have identified a variety of digital 
servitization strategies and business models. For instance, Kowalkowski 
et al. (2015) identify business models, such as 1) industrializers, 2) 
availability providers, and 3) performance providers. Kohtamäki et al. 
(2019) extend their work by recognizing an additional five business 
models: 1) product-oriented service providers, 2) industrializers, 3) 
providers of customized integrated solutions, 4) outcome providers, and 
5) platform providers. 
Automation and connectivity generated by the Internet of Things 
(IoT) eventually change manufacturers’ value chains and operations 
within ecosystems or platforms (Adner, 2017; Iansiti & Lakhani, 2014; 
Jacobides et al., 2018). These circumstances impact manufacturers’ 
strategies and capabilities and change their ecosystem collaboration, 
firm boundaries, and make-or-buy decisions (Bustinza et al., 2019; 
Huikkola et al., 2020; Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2017). Moving toward 
digital, optimized, and autonomous operation within an ecosystem may 
enable significant productivity gains but also imposes requirements 
regarding collaboration for standard setting, even between competitors 
(Jovanovic et al., 2021; Porter & Heppelmann, 2014). 
As digitalization processes in servitized manufacturers are particu-
larly lengthy, planned, and emergent and involve multiple organiza-
tional layers and functions, discursive tools, such as intentional 
narratives can provide valuable assets in managing this organizational 
transition. To date, very little is known about the process of digital 
servitization and how intentional narratives can be used as a discursive 
tool to steer the progress of organizational change. 
2.2. Micropractices of organizational change in digital servitization 
2.2.1. Sayings and doings as social practices 
Grounded in practice theory, the strategy-as-practice (SAP) approach 
conceptualizes strategy as an action that organizations take, not a 
quality they possess (Whittington, 2006). In contrast to the content view 
of strategy, the practice theoretical perspective concentrates on the 
process of strategy and strategic change, particularly micropractices. 
Kohtamäki, Whittington, Vaara and Rabetino (2021) identify five six 
clusters of SAP research: praxis, sensemaking, discourse, socio-
materiality, institutional and a sixth process cluster. They also connect 
the disconnections between 1) micro and macro; 2) sociomaterial and 
discourse, 3) critical and more mainstream research; and 4) practice and 
process perspectives. Seidl and Whittington (2014) divide micro-
practices into sayings and doings, reflecting the discursive and practical 
forms of strategic change. SAP is interested in the interplay between the 
micro and macro levels in organizational theory and emphasizes the role 
of the micro level constituting the macro level: how microlevel sayings 
(speech or text) and doings (e.g., remote technologies or sociomaterial 
practices) eventually produce or perform higher-level structures (e.g., 
organizational capabilities and the ecosystem) (Kouamé & Langley, 
2018). SAP also suggests the use of narratives as an important mana-
gerial practice in organizational change situations (Fenton & Langley, 
2011; Vaara & Tienari, 2011). 
Aligned with the practice theory view of strategy, organizational 
change, such as the transition from products to product-service systems 
and, ultimately, to product-service-software systems, is considered a 
process of strategic change in which actors make sense of and give sense 
to activities both retrospectively and prospectively (Stigliani & Ravasi, 
2012). Hence, digital servitization as strategic change is continuously 
constructed and reconstructed at the microlevel when activities are 
planned, implemented, and adjusted through reconstruction and 
implementation processes. Hence, in practice, digital servitization 
should be interpreted chronologically over a lengthy period; as the 
change unfolds through continuous interactions between actors and 
technologies, digital servitization should be interpreted chronologically 
over a lengthy period involving the transition from products to product- 
service systems and, ultimately, to product-service-software systems 
(Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013; Langley et al., 2013). In this process, 
through both retrospective and real-time empirical data, digital servi-
tization, as a strategic change process, unfolds as a sociomaterial 
interplay between digital technologies, organizational micropractices, 
strategy and offerings, and the organizational ecosystems in which the 
company is engaged. Thus, organizational change involves processual 
activities in which actors perform microlevel activities and tasks. These 
tasks comprise activities linked to processes, which reflect the doings in 
strategy and organizational change (Johnson et al., 2003). In addition to 
processes and activities, doings also comprise tools and routines. 
In addition to the doings, another stream in practice theory focuses 
on discourses and narratives, the so-called sayings (Barry & Elmes, 
1997; Vaara et al., 2004). The role of discourse and narratives has 
become increasingly important over the decades in studies on strategic 
and organizational change (Sonenshein, 2010; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 
2017; Vaara et al., 2016). These studies characterize the proliferation of 
discursive research as a linguistic turn in the social sciences (Mantere, 
2013; Vaara & Whittington, 2012). Narratives have become more cen-
tral in the practice of processual strategy (Fenton & Langley, 2011). 
While researchers of this sayings stream have described strategizing as 
storytelling, scholars have discussed about how senior managers and 
employees use narratives to explain events, particularly when making 
sense of organizational change (Barry & Elmes, 1997; Ravasi et al., 
2020; Vaara & Tienari, 2011). Routines, practices, and ways of working 
are continuously constructed and reconstructed by stories, narrative 
fragments, told within the organization (Fenton & Langley, 2011; 
Pentland & Feldman, 2007). This idea is aligned with Mintzberg’s notion 
of strategic emergence (Mintzberg, 1978), according to which planned 
strategies are challenging to implement as intended, and strategies tend 
to look clear only afterward, whereas “strategy formation walks on two 
feet, one deliberate, the other emergent” (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985: 271). 
In complex organizational change, which digital servitization certainly 
must be, we can assume that the intended and emergent intertwine 
during implementation, thereby calling for managerial tools to support 
coping with implementation challenges (Kohtamäki, Einola, et al., 
2020). Intentional narratives may provide such means. 
2.2.2. Intentional narratives in managing digital servitization 
In practice theory and strategy-as-practice, organizational storytell-
ing is considered to be an intentional managerial practice (Vaara & 
Tienari, 2011) that can connect micropractices in change efforts to 
generate consistent storylines that people can remember and follow. The 
narrative stream in strategy research considers that stories can be used 
“to give meaning to the proposed actions” (Ravasi et al., 2020: 14). The 
narrative perspective can be considered to be part of a linguistic 
perspective in strategy-as-practice, i.e., the discursive view, which in-
volves different genres, such as critical discourse studies, narratives, 
conversation analysis, metaphor analysis, rhetorical analysis, and lan-
guage games (Balogun et al., 2014; Golsorkhi et al., 2015). The narrative 
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view concurs with the sayings and doings approaches, thereby 
acknowledging the change as intended and emergent (Mintzberg & 
Waters, 1985), which can be integrated into a change narrative through 
intentional storytelling. For instance, practices can be intentionally 
mobilized through “storytelling” to construct “interests and identities” 
(Vaara & Tienari, 2011: 372). Storytelling provides a means to create 
intentional narratives that give sense to past, present, and future actions 
undertaken in an organization, a context that is emergent, dynamic, and 
dispersed in many ways (Czarniawska, 2004; Vaara & Tienari, 2011). 
Lengthy organizational changes, such as digital servitization, may be 
facilitated by structural changes, but intentional narratives can signifi-
cantly facilitate these changes (Ravasi et al., 2020). 
In digital servitization, intentional narratives can be used by man-
agers responsible for change processes to create a sense of urgency 
(Kotter, 2008), to cope with various tensions, or to enable change pro-
cesses. As a systemic and complex process (Eloranta et al., 2021), digital 
servitization requires tools that steer the process in the long term. For 
this purpose, intentional narratives used through storytelling can pro-
vide the appropriate means. Intentional narratives can be mobilized 
using different media, such as “strategic plans, CEO speeches, newsletters, 
books, and even annual reports” (Ravasi et al., 2020: 14). In this study, we 
adopt the perspective of intentional narratives, representing the stra-
tegic communication provided by the top management of the studied 
multinational corporation. We suggest that digital servitization may be 
guided and enabled by intentional narratives, i.e., stories deliberately 
constructed by managers to support the organizational transition. 
3. Methodology 
3.1. Research strategy 
This article uses an in-depth processual single-case study to perform 
a thorough analysis of digital servitization by examining the micro-
practices of managerial sayings and doings. This approach is recom-
mended when researchers attempt to understand a rich process, its 
complex structures, and its characteristics in depth instead of explaining 
variance (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Langley, 1999; Piekkari et al., 2009). 
This research strategy aims to provide a holistic and contextualized 
interpretation of how the case works (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016). 
Single intrinsic cases are valuable when they provide considerations of a 
phenomenon that stands alone as relevant or when the study represents 
a revelatory and powerful example (Siggelkow, 2007) or a longitudinal 
case. A single-case study is an appropriate methodological choice 
because we aim to a) explore digital servitization in detail (Patton, 
2015), b) have in-depth data to provide a detailed description of the 
case, c) understand the longitudinal evolution of the organizational 
change related to digital servitization, d) unravel the process in context 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016; Langley, 1999), and e) carefully combine 
case analysis with theoretical analysis (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). 
3.2. Case selection 
This article takes an industrial solutions provider as its case. The 
company is a global manufacturer of large, customized solutions and is 
highly advanced regarding the technological level of IoT solutions, 
servitization, and utilization. In some product segments, the solution 
provider is the global market leader. The company has more than 20 
years of experience with servitization and already has much experience 
developing various advanced services and related IoT solutions. Hence, 
the case company provides an exciting platform to study the complex 
change processes related to digital servitization. The case company is an 
important research partner for the research team, with whom it has 
collaborated for more than 15 years. Hence, the research team has 
excellent access to in-depth processual data. The studied case provides a 
powerful example (Siggelkow, 2007) with novel insights into theory 
(Dyer & Wilkins, 1991) and represents a valuable case to explore in 
detail (Patton, 2015). 
3.3. Data collection, data and analysis process 
We used multiple data sources to identify the micropractices used 
during the transitional process toward digital servitization. The research 
process was lengthy, starting in 2012 and continuing until 2020. We 
collected data based on interviews, informal discussions, strategy pre-
sentations, annual reports, press releases, and newspaper reports during 
the process. The use of various sources of data enabled us to increase 
accuracy (Lincoln & Cuba, 1985; Yin, 1994) and reliability (Beverland & 
Lindgreen, 2010) and to identify novel perspectives (Dubois & Gadde, 
2002). We conducted interviews as part of the servitization research 
program between November 2012 and June 2020. 
The interviews focused primarily on describing the case company’s 
servitization process; digitalization; remote technologies and business 
intelligence; and strategies and organizational practices, including 
enabling and disabling factors of the change process. We selected in-
terviewees from various business units and organizational levels. In-
terviewees had to have experience at the firm and a perspective 
regarding the servitization process. They had titles such as CEO, exec-
utive vice president, vice president of digital transformation, director, 
general managerial manager, business development manager, after- 
sales manager, and business intelligence manager. We had 81 face-to- 
face interviews with employees at the case company. Interviews lasted 
from 25 to 172 min. All the interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
Verbatim quotations were identified using codes to guarantee the ano-
nymity of the interviewees. 
Due to the extensive data gathered and validated during the 8-year 
data collection process, access to the case company created an oppor-
tunity to collect rich and thorough information. Therefore, the data 
analysis process was inherently abductive (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; 
Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). When analyzing the data, we analyzed the 
case over time (temporal dimension), considering that sayings and do-
ings evolve temporally and, thus, so do the intentional stories used to 
manage change. The analysis was performed in the following phases. 
First, we wrote a detailed description of the company case: we described 
the company, its development over time, and the main practices at 
different layers of product and services. At this point, based on the case 
observations and the previous theory, we understood that we would use 
four layers to describe the social practices: 1) strategy, 2) service tech-
nologies, 3) micropractices and processes, and 4) shaping the ecosystem. 
Second, we coded the data using NVivo based on first-order categories 
(observations/direct quotes), during which we started to form second- 
order themes below the third-order themes (the themes reflected the 
layers). Thus, the layers shaped the analysis and allowed substantial 
freedom to identify relevant first-order observations and second-order 
themes. Throughout the study phases, we constantly compared the 
findings against the prior literature on servitization and digital serviti-
zation. Despite the abductive character of the process, we wanted to use 
the data structure to display the identified structure of the results (Nag 
et al., 2007), as displaying the data structure had an essential role in the 
analysis (Miles et al., 2014). 
The use of a data structure did not eliminate the possibility for cre-
ative interpretation that is always present (Langley, 1999) but was 
intended to explicate the links between data and the main findings. 
Third, we located the social practices in a company timeline based on 
the interviews and annual reports. We also continued analyzing the in-
terviews and annual reports to ascertain whether the temporal location 
of the social practices was understood correctly. In later interviews 
(2018–2020), the identified timeline was also explicitly discussed to 
ensure that the company management agreed on how we had inter-
preted the social practices and their temporal position (Lincoln & Cuba, 
1985). Fourth, and partially simultaneously with the analysis of social 
practices, we analyzed and identified the intentional narratives used to 
manage the change process over time. By this point, we better 
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understood the interplay between intentional narratives and social 
practices and the role of strategic emergence during the process. Fig. 1 
depicts the data structure related to identified micropractices in the 
timeline (direct quotes mostly in Appendix 1), while Fig. 2 depicts the 
data structure of the intentional narratives (direct quotes mostly in 
Appendix 1). 
4. Findings 
We begin our discussion of the findings by presenting the case 
company context instead of the methodology, as this structure provides 
a clearer continuum from the case context to the analysis. After the case 
presentation, we introduce the change process toward digital servitiza-
tion by demonstrating the micropractices from 2000 to 2020. This dis-
cussion is structured based on the IoT and digital technologies, 
microprocesses, strategy and offerings, and ecosystems. The identified 
micropractices create the context where intentional stories are being 
utilized. Stories are utilized to shape the micropractices within the firm 
and the ecosystem. Without this in-depth contextualization, we would 
not have proper grounds to discuss strategic emergence; as in this work, 
intentional narratives represent the planned intentional strategy. The 
micropractices reflect the emergent side of the strategy, i.e., what 
actually happens. We use “power quotes” in the text and “proof quotes” 
in the Appendix to align with the suggestion of Pratt (2009). The power 
quotes represent the most compelling issues, while the proof quotes 
provide additional evidence of and validity to our interpretations. 
4.1. The case context 
The empirical study concentrates on a case company operating in the 
manufacturing industry. We study a global technology company, a 
provider of integrated solutions, including complex customized prod-
ucts, advanced services, and well-developed software. Listed on the 
stock exchange, the case company is a leader in providing complete life- 
cycle solutions for two different markets. The company provides smart 
integrated solutions in the form of products, services, and software for 
“optimizing installation performance throughout the life-cycle, using 
data analytics and artificial intelligence to support customers’ business 
decisions” (Company report 2017). By emphasizing technological 
innovation and total efficiency, the company provides advanced services 
related to its large, customized integrated solutions, which are then 

























Mobile system for predictive maintenance
Flexible technologies for higher efficiency
Monitoring center for remote diagnostics (NEW)
New condition-based monitoring system (CBM)
Evolution of data analytics and modeling 
Improving operations remotely to save costs
Control room for remote diagnostics
Next-generation control room for remote diagnostics
Dynamic planning of maintenance
Asset performance optimization
Experience center 
Autonomous systems and artificial intelligence
Smart (product) capability
Empowerment of employees to make decisions closely with customers 
to be able to react more quickly
Unlearning from old habits
Increasing role of value thinking
Improved clarification of customer value
Focus on knowing the customers better to sell value-based packages
The role of spare parts as money makers
New pricing practices
Cost-based pricing
Emphasis on customer intelligence




New technology / innovation center
Improved communication across divisions
Silos across the product lines, between the product lines and sales and  
services
Merger of the integrated solutions unit into end-to-end operations
Integrate service business with solutions to improve end-to-end process
Improvement of end-to-end operations through increased collaboration
Fig. 1. The data structure of the micropractices.  
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integrated solutions as part of moving vehicles, and the digital trans-
formation toward autonomous vehicles is relevant for the case firm. In 
2017, the company’s net sales totaled approximately 5 billion euros, 
with EBITA from net sales over 15%. The net sales of services cover over 
40% of revenues, and the company employed more than 15,000 em-
ployees. The company has clearly defined its core competencies and 
centralized divisional structure. The studied operations use thousands of 
suppliers, including suppliers of raw materials, systems, finishes, and 
software. 
4.2. Micropractices on digital servitization 
When analyzing the company transition toward digital servitization, 
we identify sayings and doings structured in four key layers and main 
themes: 1) crafting strategies and offerings, 2) creating new service 







First-order categories Second-order themes Third-order themes
Transition toward solutions 
provision
Smart (product name) 
ecosystem
Role as a system supplier
Strategy to become a system integrator
Extension of the scope of 
offerings
Becoming more customer 
centric
Emerging societal discourse 
on sustainability




Project management on behalf of customers 
Emphasis on lifecycle solutions
Integration of complete solutions and service agreements
Sale of total packages to customers
Emphasis on service agreements instead of add-on services
Growth stemming from long-term agreements and projects
Ownership of service network worldwide
Creation of global supply management organization
Development of service networks
Integration of value systems and 
expansion of influence throughout the entire value system 
Desire to become client’s preferred business partner
Co-creation with the ecosystem
Autonomous products enable Uberization of the industry
Discourse on smart ecosystem
Emerging sustainability discourse
Extending sustainability discourse








Intentional narrative evolving 
from remote diagnostics toward 
truly digital solutions
Intentional narrative evolving 
from system supply to integrated 
lifecycle solutions
Intentional narrative evolving 
separate product and service 
capabilities to end-end operations
Intentional narrative evolving 
from the technology emphasis to 
customer value thinking, and 
further to shape the ecosystem
Importance of a broader scope of offerings
Solution integration strategy
Transition towards sustainable solutions
Remote diagnostics and preventive maintenance
Smart analytics optimization
Development of new capabilities
Increased emphasis on customer value
Emphasis on the process of shaping the ecosystem
Fig. 2. Illustration of the data structure of intentional narratives.  
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the ecosystem. We start by explaining the company’s transformation 
from strategy and offerings, then highlight the transformation in service 
technologies and the IOT, then progress to a description of micro-
activities and processes that enable utilization of technologies, and 
finally describe the transformation of ecosystems. 
4.2.1. Crafting strategies and offerings 
We begin the case analysis with the evolution of strategy. In early 
2000, the case company was developing a system supplier strategy. At 
that time, the company had decided to broaden the scope of offerings to 
operate as a system supplier. In addition, the company already had a 
long history of service development to support production operations. 
Later, the company established a strategy to become a system integrator 
to expand the scope of offerings, integrate larger bundles of products, 
and protect spare parts sales by using maintenance agreements. 
“…still in the middle of the 1990 s, you could say that 80 percent of our 
service turn-over was spare parts, 80 percent. Today, it is pretty much fifty- 
fifty; 50 percent is spares, and the other 50 percent are other services, 
agreements, modernization, and upgrades, whatever life-cycle support solu-
tions there are. And this is continuously changing, so I assume after five years, 
it’s probably 40 percent spares, 60 percent other related services.” (WM3) 
Later, in approximately 2011, the company launched a new remote 
operation center and the provision of integrated life cycle solutions; 
providing these solutions has been part of the company’s strategy ever 
since. Solution integration and life-cycle emphasis are intended to serve 
customers better, emphasizing the customer’s customers, so-called op-
erators. Throughout the study period, the company expanded the scope 
of product-service offerings while moving from simple system supplies 
to integrated life-cycle solutions and more advanced services building 
on digital technologies, such as remote diagnostics. During the com-
pany’s 20-year experience with servitization, digitalization was dis-
cussed in strategy documents, where the company emphasized its 
involvement in digital transition. 
4.2.2. Innovative digital service technologies 
Our analysis regarding the evolution of ‘the digital’ in servitization 
begins in the early 2000 s when the company was already exploring the 
use of mobile devices with a wireless-access-point (WAP) connection for 
remote diagnostics (this use of mobile devices serves as an example of 
the advanced technologies used around the millennium). Today, 
approximately twenty years later, we can look back and acknowledge 
that the company has developed its basic IoT capabilities from remote 
diagnostics to remote operations and toward semiautonomous products, 
including multiple product generations of development and innovation. 
Since the early experiments with remote technologies, the company has 
emphasized digitalization in its strategic statements, despite being 
limited by internet connections to distant locations where its installed 
base is spread. The spread of the installed base to distant locations can be 
considered a distinctive characteristic of the case. This characteristic 
motivates the development of remote diagnostics, preventive mainte-
nance, remote operation, and autonomous functions and makes the 
development of these functionalities challenging. Since early 2000, the 
company has explored various remote technologies, including the first 
version of a remote diagnostics center. While the company has tested 
and developed relatively advanced remote technologies during the 
period studied, remote technologies have been limited by weak con-
nectivity. This circumstance results from the firm’s global installed base 
being spread to distant locations, where the company needs to use 
expensive satellite connections to transfer data to its central servers. 
Hence, even in 2018, unreliable and costly connections continued to 
constrain the acquisition of installed base data. Despite these limita-
tions, which many global solution providers face, in approximately 
2010, the company launched its first control room for the installed base 
using remote diagnostics and real-time data collection: a hub meant for 
the remote control of the installed base, data acquisition, warehousing, 
analytics, and preventive maintenance. A few years earlier (in 
approximately 2008), the company began to sell advanced services 
geared toward optimization. A new version of the program geared to-
ward optimization was launched in 2015, with more ambitious targets. 
Other initiatives have included flexible technologies to improve the ef-
ficiency of customer operations and preventive maintenance involving 
mobile systems. Various generations of condition-based monitoring 
have been created, including dynamic planning of maintenance. 
Recently, the company has been active in developing more sophisticated 
analytics, including big data, by using various data sources for route 
optimization. In recent years, the company has become more active in 
exploring the possibilities of autonomous systems and artificial intelli-
gence while also launching new technology generations of condition 
monitoring and an experience center to improve customer experience. 
“…we’ll be able to capture the data from whatever we have sold to the 
life-cycles that will be held sort of as offered, as sold, as delivered, as 
maintained. So, we can follow the data of the installation even after the 
second or third upgrade or this kind of thing.” (WM14) 
Throughout these twenty years, the company, similar to many 
others, has struggled with technological limitations. When new tech-
nologies related to remote diagnostics, the IoT, and condition-based 
monitoring have emerged, the company has intended to be at the fore-
front in developing new concepts. 
“A majority of their cost is fuel consumption, so, again, if we can be there 
with a smart solution, and they are maybe based on condition monitoring, 
maybe remote condition monitoring. Maybe we sit here and follow hundreds 
of parameters, and we can immediately figure out this is wrong, they should 
change the trim, or they should, because of weather, they should change the 
routing, or actually they should load two engines instead of four or…” 
(WM3) 
4.2.3. Learning microactivities and processes 
In this transformational journey toward smarter product-service of-
ferings, various microactivities and processes have been implemented to 
exploit (IoT) digital capabilities for customer value creation (Ardolino 
et al., 2018). While extending its product, service, and software offer-
ings, in alignment with the solutions provider strategy, the company has 
intended to expand its offerings to cover a much broader scope of the 
end product. As such, expansions of the scope of product-service systems 
and software have played a significant role in the last twenty years in 
company strategy. However, the integration between products, services, 
software, and environmental solutions has been far from simple. During 
the research, the interviewees highlighted the integration challenges 
caused by many issues, including sales of life-cycle solutions. 
Since the early 2000 s, the company’s service developers have 
created a broad scope of life-cycle services that facilitate customer value 
cocreation. Gradually, and through various customization and preven-
tive maintenance, the company has moved from simple and basic ser-
vices to a variety of customization and preventive maintenance and 
further to advanced smart services intended to cover the full scope of the 
product life cycle. The concept of life-cycle services seemed to be a 
convenient way of integrating products, services, and software into PSS 
that would be sellable to B-to-B customers. While expanding the scope of 
its service offerings, the company has developed skillsets regarding the 
sales and delivery of life-cycle solutions, including remote diagnostics 
and preventive maintenance. The direct financial value of the IoT is 
mostly captured through a variety of optimization services. In these 
integrated solutions, the value of new innovative service technologies 
and smart products is best captured by optimization services, and the 
value created through the optimization of the PSS is part of the cus-
tomer’s process. 
“(This program) is a platform that collects data and provides it for our 
data center to be analyzed. And these tools, therefore, form the platform 
concept: the data collection, provision of data for analytics, and the analysis 
platform.” (WM31) 
As an interesting insight, the case company was also already con-
ducting pilots on autonomous product systems at the time of the study. 
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Thus, regarding role advances in smart products, the company seems to 
have followed the digitalization path from monitoring, control, and 
optimization toward autonomous products. As shown in the above ac-
count, the case company has been developing digital capabilities 
embedded into the product-service portfolio, emphasizing the 
embedded role of digital technologies and the importance of the inter-
play between digital technologies and product-service systems. We 
observed that the case company had challenges in creating routines to 
capture the value created by new digital technologies. 
The empirical evidence suggests that digital servitization calls for the 
use of digital technologies such as the IoT and CBM as well as digital 
systems and software (e.g., customer relationship management (CRM), 
enterprise resource planning (ERP), and value-based pricing software) 
to support the development and delivery of smart PSS. The imple-
mentation of digitalization requires the alignment of product-service 
strategies within the ecosystem when providing PSS. 
According to our interviewees, ICT enables product maintenance, 
repair, and field service operations as well as the collection of significant 
information concerning how customers use the products sold and how 
the installed base performs. In doing so, CRM systems support project 
management and mass customization. For instance, CRM systems sup-
port customer segmentation and provide substantial information con-
cerning current and potential customer needs (e.g., when the company 
digitally integrates field services reports). Thus, the company can use 
customer data to initiate new sales processes, customize current offer-
ings based on customer needs, and develop future offerings based on 
available customer knowledge. Moreover, the company can use these 
data to prioritize customers and implement a wide range of online ser-
vices, digital and technical, and establish remote support centers for less 
critical customers. 
In addition to creating a stream of revenue, CBM technologies pro-
vide valuable data on a product’s performance and customer habits 
when using it. These technologies increase reliability and support risk 
management and cost savings by preventing unforeseen expenditures (e. 
g., using performance-based agreements). In turn, the company can 
reduce its cost by increasing internal efficiency, cost estimation and risk 
assessment capabilities. Fig. 3 intends to describe the sayings and doings 
and, by so doing, convey the historical embeddedness of strategizing 
(Vaara & Lamberg, 2019). 
4.2.4. Shaping the ecosystem 
Over the years, aligned with the evolution of company strategy from 
system supplier to system integration and integrated life-cycle solutions, 
the company’s position within the value system has been changing. The 
case company has been moving downstream, from supplier status to an 
integrator, particularly in some customer segments. Additionally, the 
company has been using mergers and acquisitions to expand the scope of 
offerings while developing the supply chain. From the relational level 
and development of the vertical supply chain, we witnessed an expan-
sion of strategic focus to cover an ecosystem view. Adapting digital 
technologies requires an improved capability to manage the ecosystem 
and to influence the surrounding technologies within the ecosystem to 
move toward more autonomous systems, as emphasized by previous 
studies. 
Digital technologies are developed to enable better management of 
the supply chain (e.g., customer and supplier relationships and in-
teractions) while improving service delivery processes and work prac-
tices. For instance, ERP systems enable modularity and support solution 
Fig. 3. Social practices and intentional stories (in italics) in digital servitization over time.  
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configuration, project management, and supply chain integration. 
Jointly used with value calculation methods, systems such as ERP/PDM/ 
PLM enable value visualization when selling the PSS and constitute tools 
for configuring and pricing offerings with minimum total costs of 
ownership. 
Thus, the ecosystem concept also plays a significant role in emerging 
digital servitization. The company’s integrated solutions are part of a 
large end-product system where the solution must have the capability to 
interact with product systems from other manufacturers in the 
ecosystem. Hence, the firm’s ability to manage the ecosystem and 
develop product-service systems that effectively integrate with other 
manufacturers’ product systems has a central role in the function of the 
product. 
“…and the ecosystem word is used a lot, but it has supported the dis-
cussion within the company, that our customer base and others in the 
ecosystem, and what the ecosystem actually is. It has opened up the discus-
sion, how we should approach it and what is our position in it.” (WM32) 
Over time, as the IoT has received more emphasis, the role of the 
ecosystem perspective has become more evident. From a vertically 
organized supply chain, company emphasis has moved toward a value 
cocreating ecosystem in which various products and systems—and even, 
to some extent, systems of systems—produce data for the solution pro-
vider to cocreate customer value. For instance, the company uses data 
provided by weather forecasting firms to plan routes to save fuel and 
reduce emissions. 
4.3. Intentional narratives to mobilize digital servitization 
Intentional narratives can be used to manage or steer organizational 
change by influencing the micropractices of sayings and doings to 
facilitate sensemaking at different organizational levels. We use the 
concept of intentional narratives to describe the use of storytelling and 
rhetoric to facilitate digital servitization as an organizational change 
process. From micro- to macroperspectives, the analysis begins from the 
change narrative used by the case company to facilitate the evolution of 
the digital transition, which includes stretching from microlevel changes 
in service technologies through organizational micropractices and ca-
pabilities, guided by strategies and offerings to reach other actors within 
the ecosystems. The ecosystem layer here reflects the requirement to 
stretch the firm’s influence beyond the company’s boundaries, as the 
development of digital technologies requires effective collaboration 
with customers and other ecosystem actors. During the collaboration 
with the case company, we observed the company management’s use of 
narratives as a discursive resource to steer organizational change and 
development while navigating this change process toward digitalization 
since the late 1990 s. We identified intentional narratives by analyzing 
annual reports to reflect storytelling by the top management team. 
The findings from the case study emphasize the importance of the 
interplay between the discursive resources (namely, the intentional 
narratives) used by top management (these intentional narratives are 
our focus here) and the social practices adopted by the organization. 
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Fig. 4. Synthesis of the evolving intentional stories used to mobilize social practices when moving toward digital servitization.  
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strategic thinking and are intended to shape the social practices adopted 
by the organization, the team is also influenced by the social practices 
that emerge in the organization from the bottom up. Thus, Fig. 3 in-
tegrates the four intentional narratives and social practices into a single 
timeline picture to demonstrate the interplay between strategic intent 
and strategic emergence. 
The empirical analysis highlights four intentional narratives used to 
facilitate the transformation toward digital servitization (Fig. 4): from 
system supply to integrated sustainable life-cycle solutions; from remote 
diagnostics to remote control, optimization, and digital solutions by 
using smart analytics; from separate product and service activities to 
end-to-end operations; and from valuable technology to customer value 
to further shape the ecosystem. Accordingly, these results expose the 
layered nature of the narratives. The outcomes of this study suggest that 
digital servitization may often begin from top management but are then 
spread and talked into action by the middle management of the orga-
nization – sayings become doings. 
The first of the four identified intentional narratives focuses on the 
strategic transition from system supply to integrated sustainable life- 
cycle solutions. This intentional narrative communicates the change 
from the system supplier position toward system integration and pro-
vides sustainable life-cycle solutions. Based on annual reports, it seems 
that company management has intended to broaden the scope of the 
company’s product-service-software offerings, thereby clearly commu-
nicating a need to move from a technology supplier role toward a more 
strategic integrator role and, later, to take responsibility for the product 
life cycle, thus using digital tools for preventive maintenance to also give 
performance guarantees. This intentional narrative can be read very 
clearly from the annual reports. 
“(The company) enhances the business of its customers by providing in-
tegrated systems, solutions, and products that are efficient, economically 
sound, and environmentally sustainable for the (specific) industry. Being a 
technology leader in this field, and through the experience, know-how and 
dedication of our personnel, we are able to customize innovative, optimized 
life-cycle solutions to the benefit of our clients around the world.” (Company 
report 2010) 
This strategic narrative seems relatively consistent over time in that 
it has developed toward improved utilization of digital capabilities but 
has maintained the idea of providing a broader scope of integrated of-
ferings. This intentional narrative has materialized in the transition from 
products and add-on services to broader customized solutions, advanced 
services, and, in particular, software, including remote diagnostics, 
smart analytics, remote operations, and autonomous systems. Hence, 
this narrative was intended to expand the scope of offerings into life- 
cycle solutions and, as a result, the required capabilities and organiza-
tional networks. Thus, we can conclude that the broad strategic narra-
tive seems to have remained consistent and has carried over top 
management changes, while nitty–gritty practices vary more over time. 
This consistency is one of the important findings. 
Second, we find the intentional narrative from remote diagnostics to 
remote control, optimization, and digital solutions by using smart ana-
lytics. This intentional narrative has steered the technological devel-
opment of the company. The company has been technology-oriented; it 
has been a technology, engineering, and above all, a manufacturing 
company, moving from the system supplier role toward integrated life- 
cycle solutions. During this transition, digital technologies have had an 
important role, and therefore, intentional narrative has been intended to 
facilitate the explorative development of digital technologies, even 
when the direct financial benefits may have been slightly uncertain. 
“Maintenance is focusing on the life cycle of the product as thinking has 
shifted from reactive to proactive maintenance, meaning more predictive 
measures and longer-term agreements. These factors have resulted in the 
development of new forms of service and the launch of new Internet prod-
ucts.” (Company report 2000) 
The implementation of technologies has been far from linear and 
specific, but it seems that overall, the intentional narrative has 
supported the strategic narrative that emphasized broader, integrated 
life-cycle offerings. In practice, digital technologies have been 
embedded in integrated product-service systems and have advanced 
from diagnostics to optimization, performance services, remote di-
agnostics, cloud solutions, and data analytics, thereby enabling opti-
mization services. Hence, in many ways, digitalization is embedded in 
advanced services, optimization, and performance guarantees, all 
enabled by smart analytics and related microprocesses. Strategy, life- 
cycle offerings, and smart analytics are interconnected; thus, their syn-
chronous development is challenging. Instead, these four issues 
coevolve emergently in an interplay with one another. For this purpose, 
effective internal and external collaboration is required. The intercon-
nectedness and resulting complexity of development may demand 
intentional narrative – top management needs to manage the organi-
zation through consistent storytelling and rhetoric, which may eventu-
ally shape the company’s social practices. Annual reports, strategy 
presentations, and top-management discourse have a role in advancing 
change, although the change looks far from linear and manageable. 
Third, company management used an intentional narrative from 
separate product and service activities to end-to-end operations. This 
intentional narrative emphasizes the customer and suggests that orga-
nizational capabilities should be directed toward creating customer 
value. The narrative has gained influence over the years, whereas the 
organizational structure has developed from a matrix to become rela-
tively decentralized and has developed toward a clear emphasis on the 
end-to-end process. Consequently, this company serves various 
customer segments vertically in different value system linkages (direct 
customers, customers’ customers, etc.). This emphasis has been far from 
easy to be received and managed. As such, the complex organizational 
reality must have hampered the influence of this intentional narrative. 
This observation also describes the challenge of strategy implementation 
while emphasizing the power of intentional narratives. Narratives and 
rhetoric can steer the organization in complex situations, where em-
ployees can adjust their interpretation and enactment in practice. This 
intentional narrative aims to communicate the need to develop 
customer-oriented end-to-end processes and improve collaboration 
within the organization to develop process integration, activities, pro-
cesses, and capabilities. 
“…reputation is based on a good understanding of customer businesses, 
design capabilities, a broad product portfolio, and technological leadership. 
The organization is structured into end-to-end business lines with full control 
over sales, R&D, engineering, procurement, and manufacturing. This enables 
increased flexibility, fast decision-making, and the optimal utilization of re-
sources to provide superior customer service.” (Company report, 2015) 
Based on empirical evidence from the case company, digital servi-
tization requires that manufacturing companies develop significant 
software-company-like knowledge-based capabilities. This result poses a 
significant challenge, often for somewhat conservative industrial 
manufacturing companies, such as our case company. Hence, manage-
ment understood the challenge of capability development and 
acknowledged that the manufacturing company had to develop service- 
and software-related capabilities: 
“(The company’s) aim is to lead the industry’s transformation towards a 
Smart (Product) Ecosystem. Building on the sound foundation of being a 
leading provider of innovative products, integrated solutions, and life-cycle 
services to the (specific product) industries, (The company) aims to unlock 
new customer values through connectivity, digitalization and smart technol-
ogy.” (Company report 2017) 
Finally, the fourth intentional narrative we identified was about 
extending the technology emphasis to customer value thinking and 
further shaping the ecosystem. Digital servitization demands active 
bridging between ecosystem actors because product-service systems 
must interact with other product-service systems, particularly in the 
studied industry. When moving toward autonomous solutions, shaping 
the ecosystem through standardization is important. Technological 
standardization enables more rapid implementation of autonomous 
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systems, and where the different actors within the ecosystem can 
develop new solutions. Thus, technological software platforms are 
needed to advance the IoT in this sector to enable ecosystem-level 
interaction because “No one company alone can drive the trans-
formation; cocreation is required to drive progress in the right direction” 
(Company report, 2017). It is important to highlight how digital servi-
tization is mobilized through the four themes of intentional stories. 
5. Discussion and conclusions 
5.1. Theoretical contribution 
This study advances the discussion of the transition toward digital 
servitization. We used an in-depth case study to unfold the emergent 
process of digital servitization by using social practices, such as mana-
gerial sayings and doings, to map the change process. Second, and even 
more importantly, this study unfolds the intentional narratives used to 
shape digital servitization as a lengthy change process. We argue the 
importance of seeing the change as a process of intended and emergent 
characteristics (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985), where the company moves 
from standard product firm toward complex product-service-software 
systems balancing sayings and doings between the micro- and macro-
levels (Kouamé & Langley, 2018; Seidl & Whittington, 2014), to steer 
the change by intentional narratives (Vaara & Tienari, 2011). 
As the first theoretical contribution, this study reveals the path from 
standard products to complex product-service-software systems, a 
transition reflecting the characteristics of servitization and, later on, 
digital servitization. We unpack the change process by using practice 
theory and investigating microlevel sayings and doings that eventually 
reflect and shape the journey toward servitization with digital emphasis, 
so-called digital servitization (Coreynen et al., 2020; Kohtamäki et al., 
2019; Paiola & Gebauer, 2020). We identified a broad scope of micro-
practices in four time periods. The interplay between empirical data and 
current servitization theory resulted in 14 s-order themes of a range of 
micropractices focused on four main topics: strategies and offerings, 
innovative digital service technologies, microactivities and processes, 
and the ecosystem. We find that social practices, sayings, and doings 
provide an interesting description of the change process over twenty 
years. The four layers depict social practices well to reveal the digital 
servitization process. 
The evolution of digital technologies from remote diagnostics to 
condition-based monitoring systems and from control rooms to geo-
location technologies is far from easy. We find the “digital” in digital 
servitization progressing in much the same way as the model suggested 
by Porter and Heppelman (2015), i.e., from remote monitoring to con-
trol, optimization, step-by-step, finally moving toward the autonomous 
systems. However, we emphasize the role of servitization, which Porter 
and Heppelman (2014, 2015) entirely neglect with their concept of 
smart products. This difference is important, as the business model 
change does not take place only through products, but the change in-
volves products, services, and software – it would be dangerous to leave 
the service component out from the consideration (Hsuan et al., 2021). 
Effective models are created as a successful interplay of products, ser-
vices, and software – this not easy, but it is crucial. This transition, which 
has been coined digital servitization, the transition from products to 
product-service-software systems, takes place through the four central 
themes identified in this study, namely, 1) strategies and offerings, 2) 
service technologies, 3) microactivities and processes, and 4) the 
ecosystem; these themes resonate with the previous servitization and 
digital servitization literature, which also emphasizes the need for a 
servitizing company to shape the surrounding ecosystem (Kohtamäki 
et al., 2019). The servitizing company must, as Jeffrey Immelt (2017: 
46) states, “be all in.” 
The identified model of social practices and intentional stories in 
digital servitization over time also demonstrates how digital servitiza-
tion evolves from servitization. Based on the empirical data, the model 
(Fig. 3) illustrates the evolution of digital servitization; the figure sug-
gests that digital servitization builds on the early activities around ser-
vitization and how digital and servitization activities align together to 
form a set of more coherent activities over time. As Mintzberg and 
Waters (1985) note, strategies look clear in retrospect, and the same is 
true for the path toward digital servitization. When planning, the future 
path often looks foggy and uncertain. During the transition, investments 
in servitization (Fang et al., 2008; Kohtamäki et al., 2013) and digital 
servitization (Kohtamäki, Parida, et al., 2020) require enough emphasis 
to reach the desired outcomes. 
Concerning the second main contribution of the article, we study the 
intentional narratives and analyze four intentional narratives used to 
mobilize the change toward digital servitization. At the highest strategy 
level, the intentional narrative guides the change from system supply to 
integrated sustainable life-cycle solutions. At the level of service tech-
nology, the intentional narrative describes the need to evolve by using 
smart analytics, from remote diagnostics to remote control, optimiza-
tion, and digital solutions. At the level of micropractices and processes, 
the narrative is from separate product and service activities to end-to- 
end operations. The fourth intentional narrative focuses on the need 
to shape the evolving business ecosystem to support digital servitization. 
We find digital servitization to be complex and lengthy and require 
managerial tools that can guide change without creating unnecessary 
bureaucracy. Perhaps intentional narratives can respond to this 
requirement: Intentional narratives are stories that management 
consciously uses to guide organizational change, such as digital servi-
tization. Based on the findings, social practices evolve, guided by 
intentional narratives. Hence, strategy walks on two feet: one intended, 
one emergent, as was indeed already suggested by Mintzberg (1978) 
decades ago. However, servitization and digital servitization have rarely 
been depicted as complex processes managed through intentional nar-
ratives. This endeavor is the contribution of this study and is perhaps 
best described by Figs. 3 and 4 in the findings section. As such, we 
suggest that intentional narratives provide an important flexible 
managerial practice for managing digital servitization. Intentional nar-
ratives may play an imperative role in digital servitization; this role must 
be recognized in the servitization literature. 
At the higher conceptual level, using our observations in the case and 
reflecting on the literature, we can see two other findings when looking 
at the change process: 1) change takes place through mobilization and 
integration, and a paradoxical tension exists between these. Moreover, 
2) the change process occurs between the micro- and macrolevels, and a 
paradoxical tension exists between these. The first tension between 
mobilization and integration points to the need for creativity and joint 
effort when mobilizing change; during change, mobilization occurs in 
interplay with creativity and new initiatives, which cause dispersion. 
This dispersion interacts with the need to integrate. Effective imple-
mentation of any change requires target setting and organizational 
integration. Thus, managers of the digital servitization process should 
manage the paradoxical tension between mobilization and integration. 
Paradox theory has much to contribute to future servitization and digital 
servitization research (Kohtamäki, Einola, et al., 2020). The tension 
between micro- and macrolevels points to practice theory and is 
informed by works discussing the interplay between micro and macro 
and how micro constitutes the macro (Kouamé & Langley, 2018; Seidl & 
Whittington, 2014). This tension reflects the interaction between prac-
tice theory and institutional theory. Institutional theory should be better 
utilized in servitization and digital servitization studies (Korkeamäki & 
Kohtamäki, 2020). 
As a minor methodological contribution to the servitization litera-
ture, we bring in the concepts of micropractices (sayings and doings) and 
intentional narratives from the strategy-as-practice literature (Vaara & 
Tienari, 2011). These two concepts can be further elaborated and used 
when studying the transition toward digital servitization. These ideas 
provide conceptual tools to understand how change processes progress 
and can be managed using discursive approaches. These concepts assist 
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the microprocesses through which sayings finally become doings. 
5.2. Managerial implications 
The process of digital servitization provides an outlook for managers 
to understand how change processes are shaped over time. Under-
standing the construction of the change process is important when 
planning large-scale organizational change, which presumably requires 
a lengthy period. It is crucial to understand the large-scale change both 
planned and emergent and depict the progress over time, not only as a 
simple linear plan but also as a complex process with different layers, as 
depicted in Fig. 3 in the findings section. This type of methodical tool 
can provide a valuable asset when trying to understand how the change 
unfolds in multiple layers without neglecting the importance of the 
ecosystem. The change process should be understood and facilitated 
from the micro to macro levels. 
Moreover, this study reveals four intentional narratives used to 
facilitate the change toward digital servitization. The study suggests that 
managers should plan their communication when implementing digital 
servitization and they should design the narratives they intend to use. 
Storytelling should be used intentionally. In addition to other tools such 
as the strategy map (Rabetino et al., 2017), intentional narratives pro-
vide a powerful but underused tool for managing digital servitization, 
and we recommend that managers make full use of this tool when 
planning digital servitization. 
Finally, digital servitization is often obscure and almost unmanage-
able for many managers. The process involves many tensions, persistent 
paradoxes, and voices that suggest turning back and focusing on prod-
ucts. This study clarifies the process and suggests that managers persist 
in their path to digital servitization. The journey is lengthy and requires 
the managerial capability to understand both rational planning and 
emergence in change. Managing emergence expects persistence in both 
sayings and doings when “walking the talk”. 
5.3. Limitations and suggestions for future servitization research 
Every study has limitations, and this study is no exception. First, the 
identified framework emerges from an in-depth study of a single case. 
While this research approach does provide high validity regarding the 
depth of data, the use of a single case limits generalizability. Nonethe-
less, the results can provide valuable guidelines for other cases strug-
gling with digital servitization. Servitization calls for research using in- 
depth data, single-case studies, interviews, and observations to provide 
empirically detailed and holistic descriptions of mechanisms and ex-
planations. Second, digital servitization research and servitization 
research in general, would benefit from a broadened scope of the 
research methodologies used. In particular, discursive and narrative 
methods can provide opportunities to enrich our understanding of ser-
vitization processes. We encourage future servitization and digital ser-
vitization studies to use processual research and in-depth single case 
studies to provide richness to the empirical base in servitization. Third, 
very few studies emphasize digital servitization as a phenomenon. More 
empirical research is needed to understand the interplay between 
products, services, and software and the transformation toward the 
digital servitization business model. Fourth, perhaps the study can 
provide some ideas on how to analyze strategic change in other industry 
contexts (Gomes et al., 2021). Finally, we hope that our study has pro-
vided some rich insight to further plan interesting studies around ser-
vitization and digital servitization. 
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Huikkola, T., Rabetino, R., Kohtamäki, M., & Gebauer, H. (2020). Firm boundaries in 
servitization: Interplay and repositioning practices. Industrial Marketing Management, 
90(June), 90–105. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2020.06.014. 
Iansiti, M., & Lakhani, K. R. (2014). Digital Ubiquity: How connections, sensors, and data 
are revolutionizing business. Harvard Business Review, 92(11), 90–99. https://doi. 
org/10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004. 
Immelt, J. (2017). How I remade GE: And what I learned along the way. Harvard Business 
Review, 95(5), 42–51. 
Jacobides, M. G., Cennamo, C., & Gawer, A. (2018). Towards a theory of ecosystems. 
Strategic Management Journal, 39(8), 2255–2276. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2904. 
Jarzabkowski, P. (2008). Shaping strategy as a structuration process. Academy of 
Management Journal, 51(4), 621–650. 
Johnson, G., Melin, L., & Whittington, R. (2003). Micro strategy and strategizing: 
Towards an activity-based view. Journal of Management Studies, 40(1), 3–22. 
Jovanovic, M., Sjödin, D., & Parida, V. (2021). Co-evolution of platform architecture, 
platform services, and platform governance: Expanding the platform value of 
industrial digital platforms. Technovation, 102218. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
technovation.2020.102218. 
Kaplan, S., & Orlikowski, W. (2013). Temporal work in strategy making. Organization 
Science, 24(4), 965–995. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1120.0792. 
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R. Rabetino, A. Bigdeli, C. Kowalkowski, R. Oliva, & V. Parida (Eds.), The Palgrave 
Handbook of Servitization. Palgrave McMillan.  
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Vaara, E., Kleymann, B., & Seristö, H. (2004). Strategies as discursive constructions: The 
case of airline alliances. Journal of Management Studies, 41(1), 1–35. https://doi.org/ 
10.1111/j.1467-6486.2004.00419.x. 
Vaara, E., & Lamberg, J.-A. (2019). Taking historical embeddedness seriously: Three 
historical approaches to advance strategy process and practice. Academy of 
Management Review, 41(4), 633–657. 
Vaara, E., Sonenshein, S., & Boje, D. (2016). Narratives as sources of stability and change 
in organizations: Approaches and directions for future research. The Academy of 
Management Annals, 10(1), 1–58. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
19416520.2016.1120963. 
Vaara, E., & Tienari, J. (2011). On the narrative construction of multinational 
corporations: An antenarrative analysis of legitimation and resistance in a cross- 
border merger. Organization Science, 22(2), 370–390. 
Vaara, E., & Whittington, R. (2012). Strategy-as-Practice: Taking social practices 
seriously. The Academy of Management Annals, 6(1), 285–336. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/19416520.2012.672039. 
Vendrell-Herrero, F., Bustinza, O., & Opazo-Basaez, M. (2020). Information technologies 
and product-service innovation: The moderating role of service R&D team structure. 
Journal of Business Research, 128(May), 673–687. 
Vendrell-Herrero, F., Bustinza, O., Parry, G., & Georgantzis, N. (2017). Servitization, 
digitization and supply chain interdependency. Industrial Marketing Management, 60, 
69–81. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2016.06.013. 
Vendrell-Herrero, F., Bustinza, O., & Vaillant, Y. (2021). Adoption and optimal 
configuration of smart products: The role of firm internationalization and offer 
hybridization. Industrial Marketing Management, 95, 41–53. 
Visnjic, I., Neely, A., & Jovanovic, M. (2018). The path to outcome delivery: Interplay of 
service market strategy and open business models. Technovation, 72–73(April-May), 
46–59. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.technovation.2018.02.003. 
Whittington, R. (2006). Completing the practice turn in strategy research. Organization 
Studies, 27(5), 613–634. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840606064101. 
Yin, R. K. (1994). Case study research: Design and Methods (((2nd ed.)).). Sage.  
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